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It is Time to Prioritize College Completion
More than ever before, full participation in social, political and economic life requires that all Americans be educated well. 
A study by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce suggests that “by 2020, 65 percent of all jobs 
in the economy will require postsecondary education and training beyond high school.”1 In the Chicago region, however, 
degree attainment stands at 44.59% for residents ages 25-65.2

For the Chicago region to progress, we need the talents and skills of all people to be available to our communities, our 
workforce and our democracy. There has been noticeable progress in this regard thanks to the hard work of many. Over 
the last 10 years, graduation rates for Chicago Public School (CPS) students have been increasing. According to CPS data, 
as of 2014, about 66% of CPS students graduate from high school, and GPA and ACT scores are also rising.3 In addition, 
the UChicago Consortium on School Research reports that since 2006 there has been a moderate increase in four-year 
college enrollment rates. Of the almost 70% of CPS students who graduate from high school, 40% enroll in a four-year 
degree program. While there is room for improvement, the numbers for CPS are now comparable to the national average. 

What is concerning is that while we have seen remarkable increases in 
high school graduation rates and student qualifications, four-year college 
graduation rates are stagnant. Currently, the Chicago Degree Attainment 
Index notes that 14% of CPS 9th grade students will graduate with a 4-year 
degree within six years of high school graduation. Yet, annually, 75% of 
CPS students say they want to earn a 4-year degree4 and nationally 80% of 
students report a similar desire.5 

An ongoing and persistent challenge for the Chicago region is that it 
remains racially and economically segregated, and the systems that are in 
place can limit postsecondary opportunities for low-income, first-genera-
tion students. To increase postsecondary degree attainment for Chicago-
area students, we must identify, study and remove the obstacles that are 
preventing students from succeeding in college. Once these barriers are 
replaced with new approaches, we must ensure that opportunities are fairly 
distributed across places, races and other lines.

Our regional economy needs more college-educated workers than ever 
before, and both K-12 and higher education institutions are critical to ensuring that the current and next generation of 
students are equipped with the knowledge and skills to meet future workforce demands. Research has clearly established 
that educational attainment is an important resource in building physical, social and civic well-being. College completion 
makes it more likely that people will vote and be civically involved, and is associated with better health outcomes and 
even a longer life expectancy. Higher rates of college completion in a region mean greater numbers of higher-income 
earners, which translates into greater revenue for public budgets and an increased ability to support the kinds of public 
social and civic resources that contribute to vibrant, thriving communities.6

There is increased national and state interest in graduating more students from college and there is an opportunity to 
leverage, align and expand current local efforts focused on improving student persistence and college completion – see 
Appendix A: The Case for Taking Action (p. 7). Now is the time to put in place the leadership and infrastructure 
needed to champion targeted strategies and approaches to increase college access and completion rates for the 
Chicago region.

Accelerating College Completion In and Around Chicago
To ensure college completion is prioritized in the Chicago area, strong consideration should be given to launching The 
Partnership for College Completion. The proposed vision, mission and approach are as follows:

Mission: To catalyze and champion policies, systems and practices that ensure all students - particularly low-income, 
first-generation students - graduate from college and achieve their career aspirations.

1 Recovery: Job Growth and Education Requirements through 2020, 2013.
2 College attainment in the 25 most populous metropolitan regions in the continental U.S., 2015. 
3 Chicago Public Schools School Data
4 Consortium on School Research analysis of 2013 My Voice, My School student survey, 2013. 
5 The Condition of College and Career Readiness, 2013. 
6 Education Pays: The Benefits of Higher Education for Individuals and Society, 2013. 
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Accelerating College Completion In and Around Chicago
To accelerate college completion in the Chicago area, strong consideration should be given to launching The Partnership 
for College Completion. The proposed vision, mission and approach are as follows:

Mission: To catalyze and champion policies, systems and practices that ensure all students in and around Chicago - par-
ticularly low-income, first-generation students - graduate from college and achieve their career aspirations.

Vision: The Chicago region graduates significantly more students from college prepared for meaningful careers and civic 
leadership and is a model of postsecondary degree attainment for the nation.

Approach: The Partnership for College Completion will be a leading voice for college success in the Chicago region. It 
will work to build relationships with 2- and 4- year colleges and universities in and around Chicago and it will partner with 
other stakeholders to advance strategies that support student success in college and beyond. Based on priorities identi-
fied through previous planning phases and information gathered from leaders of similar initiatives nationally, we believe 
that The Partnership for College Completion should:

• Develop and promote regional strategies to increase 
college completion that align with national, statewide 
and local initiatives. 

• Champion college access and completion advocacy. 

• Initiate, support and share research and best  
practices to deepen understanding about regional 
college completion efforts and workforce trends. 

• Build awareness and encourage a wide range of 
stakeholders to prioritize college completion, includ-
ing higher education institutions, business leaders, 
students and families.

• Incentivize, support and celebrate ambitious action 
by higher education institutions to improve systems 
and supports that ensure undergraduate success for all 
students. 

To be effective, The Partnership for College Completion will need to possess expert knowledge of the issues and op-
portunities related to college access, persistence and completion for Chicago-area students, particularly for low-income, 
first-generation students. It will need to develop a deep understanding of regional efforts to increase completion rates 
and figure out how to leverage and promote successful endeavors. In addition, The Partnership will need to develop a 
trusting relationship with K-12 and higher education leaders, deeply engage parents, policymakers and business and 
community leaders and partner closely with state and local nonprofit operators. Together, bold solutions to address the 
barriers to student success in college will need to be developed. Indeed, the scope of work will need to be continu-
ously informed and improved through the contributions of many education, civic and social organizations in the  
Chicago area. 

The Role of The Partnership for College Completion
Informed by many leaders who are deeply committed to student success, the Stakeholder Feedback and 
Recommendations for Advancing Chicago’s Postsecondary Access and Success Report (Stakeholder Feedback report) 
identified two key areas that require attention in order to advance the postsecondary access and success landscape:  
1) Progressive Postsecondary Pathways and 2) College Access and Success. Given the broad scope of recommendations 
and the types of leadership and skills required to execute the different scopes of work, we envision The Partnership for 
College Completion focusing its efforts on a portion of the College Access and Success work. The Chicagoland Workforce 
Funder Alliance has quickly stepped up to take the lead with the support of other College and Career Access, Persistence 
and Success (CCAPS) funders to advance some of the Pathways priorities. 

Of the College Access and Success priorities identified in the Stakeholder Feedback report, it is recommended that 
The Partnership for College Completion take the lead on addressing two of the priorities: Elevate the Role of Higher 
Education and Establish a Stronger Advocacy Presence. In addition, it should partner with other organizations to 
address the remaining priorities identified in the Stakeholder Feedback report, including: Building Capacity Within K-12 
Schools and Districts, Developing Benchmarks and Quality Indicators, Developing a College Access and Success Data 
Strategy and Centralizing Resources and Information (see The Need for Partnership section on p. 5). 

Scope of Work: Further conversation is required to define a precise scope of work for The Partnership for College 
Completion and we believe that a future Executive Director who possesses a deep understanding of the challenges and 
barriers students face as they pursue a college degree will be best positioned to lead that process. However, we believe 
some actions The Partnership for College Completion could take to advance its mission include:
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• Identify priority strategies, key systems and institution-
al changes needed to increase college completion 
in and around Chicago and advocate for necessary 
reforms.

• Partner with existing organizations and initiatives, 
including To&Through, the Illinois Longitudinal Data 
System, FAFSA Data Initiative and regional collective 
impact initiatives (such as Thrive Chicago) to generate 
regional data that captures the key metrics necessary 
to provide a comprehensive view of Chicago-area 
students’ progress through postsecondary education.

• Synthesize existing evidence; identify gaps where 
more research is needed; work with higher education 
and others to conduct necessary research and develop 
solutions; and ensure that advocacy efforts and policy 
recommendations are informed by the most current 
research. 

• Bring colleges together for joint learning, problem 
solving and reforms and provide training for the 
boards, leadership and key staff around best-practice 
undergraduate success strategies. 

• Proactively engage with business leaders to ensure 
stakeholders operating in the postsecondary access 
and success space understand current and future 
employment needs and to ensure college and career 
pathways are aligned.

• Inform local and national media, policymakers, stu-
dents and families of issues and opportunities related 
to undergraduate access, persistence, and success. 

• Optimize resources and help align and support 
college access and completion initiatives regionally; 
serve as a thought partner to stakeholders regionally 
and nationally; and disseminate knowledge and 
information widely. 

Potential Impact: As a result of The Partnership for College Completion’s efforts and improved coordination with 
other partners we believe the following outcomes are possible:

 There is greater understanding of the challenges and barriers that students face as they consider and pursue college,   
 and innovative strategies for addressing those challenges are developed and widely communicated.

• Colleges share information and conduct research that build understanding about persistence and success. 

• Best practices are identified, documented and shared with stakeholders.

• New research is available to inform stakeholders about the policies, systems and practices needed to support 
student success. 

• Parents and families have access to the information and resources they need to help students achieve their 
college and career aspirations. 

 Undergraduate success becomes a priority issue that civic leaders, policy makers, the media and K-12 and higher   
 education administrators foster and promote. 

• Civic and higher education leaders come together to develop and advance a regional undergraduate success 
agenda. 

• Board and senior-level administrative champions for undergraduate success are identified from regional colleges 
and those colleges adopt new strategies to ensure students persist and graduate with the skills and knowledge 
needed to succeed in their chosen profession.

• There is increased media coverage about postsecondary access and success.

• Institutional data about college enrollment, persistence and graduation rates (as well as other important indica-
tors) are easily accessible and broadly communicated.

 College enrollment, persistence and graduation rates in two- and four-year colleges and universities in and around   
 Chicago dramatically increase without changes to access (i.e. recruiting higher qualified students). 

• The number of institutions with both overall graduation rates and low-income, first-generation graduation rates 
above 60% dramatically increases.

• Postsecondary enrollment, persistence and graduation rates increase without the introduction of more restrictive 
recruitment policies and practices. 

• The proportion of the Chicagoland population with a postsecondary credential increases. 
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The Need for Partnership
The vision is ambitious: The Chicago region graduates significantly more students from college prepared for meaningful 
careers and civic leadership and is a model of postsecondary degree attainment for the nation. The vision will only be 
achieved if leaders collaborate and agree to tackle the multiple complex issues that affect college access and completion 
for Chicago-area students. 

There are priorities outlined in the Stakeholder Feedback report that are beyond the scope of work envisioned for The 
Partnership for College Completion. These priorities require further attention and increased support from those com-
mitted to improving postsecondary access and degree completion. Below are some of the actions and strategies that 
stakeholders identified as a priority, which will not be undertaken by The Partnership for College Completion, but that 
require ongoing attention and support. 

• Advocating for improved college readiness, including 
issues such as enhancements to curricula and teacher 
and principal preparation and evaluation

• Building nonprofit capacity 

• Building the capacity of schools to prepare all stu-
dents for college 

• Collecting and analyzing data on K-12 students 

• Coordinating the distribution of nonprofit services 

• Developing college and career pathways curricula

• Direct service supports for students

• Engaging and training college and career counselors, 
postsecondary leadership teams, principals and other 
K-12 leaders

• Updating prior initiatives to map the landscape of 
student services and supports

In addition to the strategies mentioned above, it is important to note that Chicago is rich with organizations and individuals 
that play an important role in helping students achieve their postsecondary goals. These organizations are constantly 
evolving to meet the needs of students and require continued support to meet the ongoing needs of students.

Leadership, Governance and Community Engagement
Leaders drive success.  
Leaders define vision and strategy, set goals and monitor results, scan the external environment, design organizational 
functions, develop people and build culture. Based on the feedback from multiple key stakeholders, hiring a well-quali-
fied Executive Director to oversee and guide The Partnership for College Completion should be prioritized. 

Some of the qualities that stakeholders believe an ideal Executive Director will possess include:

• A demonstrated commitment to the mission of 
undergraduate access, persistence and completion. 

• An understanding and thoughtfulness of the historical 
context of racial and class disparities in undergraduate 
access and completion and a firmly held belief that all 
students have the capacity to succeed in college. 

• Experience leading and inspiring change across large, 
diverse, cross-sector organizations and constituencies. 

• Experience developing systems of communication 
and decision-making that encourage participation, 
transparency and innovation. 

• Well-honed ability to anticipate and analyze challeng-
es, define problems and objectives, recognize options 
and opportunities and formulate rapid solutions with a 
clear understanding of inherent risks and implications. 

• Proven orientation to innovation and a willingness to 
take risks, as well as curiosity and courage to seek out 
new ideas, approaches and perspectives.

Beyond the Executive Director, we recommend that a small, dynamic leadership team be hired to carry out the work. 
Based on a review of other national efforts, expertise will likely be needed in the areas of advocacy, communications, 
research and community engagement. Office management and fundraising positions will also have to be considered. 

Short- and Long-term Governance 
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In order to launch The Partnership, an Investors Committee whose membership includes individuals and representatives of 
foundations and corporations planning to provide the initial seed funding should be established. The Investors Committee 
should help identify and negotiate the terms of a fiscal sponsor arrangement, manage the Executive Director search process 
and develop an initial governance structure. Given the importance of the governance structure, it is recommended that the 
Investor Committee immediately form a Governance Committee and identify a chairperson.  

To inform the work of the Investor Committee, a small, temporary Advisory Committee, whose membership includes key 
stakeholders and community leaders from the field, higher education and K-12 leaders, non-profit operators and partner 
organizations, should be formed. The Advisory Committee should provide input on the Executive Director search process 
and help think through initial strategy around launching The Partnership for College Completion.

Once hired, the Executive Director, in concert with the Governance Committee, will determine the long-term infrastructure 
needed to ensure that the work gets started quickly and that it can be sustained. The nature and form of the infrastructure 
will need to be carefully considered in order to inspire confidence and ensure the support of a broad cross section of critical 
stakeholders. The Executive Director will also be responsible for all other hiring decisions related to The Partnership for 
College Completion. Finally, he/she, along with members of the Governance Committee, will be responsible for recruiting 
additional members for the Governance Committee, developing the necessary operating documents and maintaining the 
accountability of The Partnership for College Completion. 

Community Engagement 
It is highly recommended that the Executive Director, once in place, immediately meet with key stakeholders to cultivate a 
better understanding of the roles and contributions of the multitude of important organizations, agencies and institutions 
that will need to be involved across the region. The Executive Director will need to learn about the nuances and com-
plexity of the issues and systems that will affect The Partnership for College Completion’s work. Engaging direct service 
providers who have a track record of success with historically under-represented students and their families should be 
prioritized.

Based on the study of other models and input from stakeholders, it is recommended that three key advisory groups be 
formed to help set priorities and provide ongoing guidance. 

• Leadership Council - composed of elected officials, school superintendents, business, nonprofit and philanthropy 
leaders and higher education presidents. 

• Higher Education Advisory Council – composed of higher education provosts and vice-provosts who will inform all 
aspects of the work including research, advocacy and strategy. 

• Undergraduate Student Advisory Council – composed of the target student populations that The Partnership is 
serving.

Beyond the advisory groups, we envision The Partnership for College Completion working closely with collective impact 
efforts in and around Chicago to tap into the knowledge and expertise of network stakeholders. Whenever possible, The 
Partnership should rely on partnering organizations to convene stakeholders. 

Proposed Budget
Given the scope of work, the experience level needed for the Executive Director and leadership team and start-up 
budgets of similar efforts launched in Chicago and other areas of the country, $800K should be secured to launch The 
Partnership for College Completion. This budget takes into account a small leadership team as well as back office expens-
es. To ensure top executive leadership is attracted to the opportunity and that The Partnership for College Completion 
is well positioned to achieve some quick wins, it is recommended that three years of funding at $800K per year be com-
mitted at the time of the launch. As The Partnership for College Completion becomes more established and the scope of 
work is clearly defined, a more accurate budget should be developed and additional fundraising may be needed. 

Short- and Long-term Governance
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Appendix A - The Case for Taking Action
The contents of this paper have been informed by information gathered from stakeholders as well as research on state 
and national postsecondary access and success initiatives. Below we have highlighted some of the key arguments for 
putting in place new leadership and infrastructure that focuses on accelerating postsecondary access and degree com-
pletion in and around Chicago. 

Growing Interest Nationally 
There is growing interest in ensuring that we prepare the next generation for the demands of today’s economy and the 
jobs of tomorrow. In addition, better research and innovative practices are available to guide this work. As a result, there 
are a number of national and statewide initiatives focused on improving student persistence and college completion. 

A 2011 review of U.S. College Completion Initiatives found that there are over a dozen national or regional initiatives that have 
adopted an undergraduate success agenda aimed at increasing the number of youth and adults who earn a degree. The re-
port suggests that the increased national attention on college completion has been spurred by President Barack Obama, new 
federal grant programs to improve completion rates and interest from major national foundations such as the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation and the Lumina Foundation. It also suggests that to significantly increase educational attainment rates and 
bring about needed institutional change, ongoing, cross-sector coordination is required, as well as deeper engagement of 
higher education institutions, new financing and accountability systems and increased public support.7

Promising Efforts and Pressing Need in Illinois 
There are a number of Illinois initiatives underway that focus on increasing college access and completion. A widely 
adopted goal is for 60% of all adults in Illinois to have a college or career credential by 2025. 

The Illinois Board of Higher Education is championing the Illinois Public Agenda for College and Career Success, a 
blueprint to direct state policies and resources to the higher education and career needs of Illinois residents. The report 
includes useful statewide data and articulates several goals, including that: 

• Illinois will be among the leaders in the proportion of 
its population with college credentials.

• Illinois will increase college attainment for persons of 
color and those with disabilities. 

• Illinois will rank among the top states in the number of 
adult learners with college credentials. 

Along with the Illinois Board of Higher Education, organizations and agencies such as Advance Illinois, the Education 
Systems Center, the Illinois Student Assistance Commission, the P-20 Council and the Illinois Community College Board 
are leading the way by coordinating statewide efforts that focus on building awareness, improving public policies and 
developing and tracking key undergraduate access and success measures. Recent efforts have led to several new legis-
lative actions (HB 3196 and HR 477) that have the potential to improve student transitions from high school to postsec-
ondary education and careers, including expanding the use of personalized learning plans, increasing opportunities for 
early college credit, ensuring that expectations for high school graduation signify readiness for college and career and 
augmenting career exploration and work-based learning options. 

The work that is happening in the state, along with national efforts such as Complete College America’s Game Changers, 
provides a reason to be optimistic. But as indicated on Complete College America’s website “Game changers don’t 
spontaneously happen: They are caused by people who act boldly and decisively in response to challenges.”

Stakeholders Eager for Progress  
Our education system overall works much like an orchestra, with many sections of specialized players. Within this 
complex, multi-section system, there are several entities whose work touches on and impacts college completion rates. 
Chicago is resource rich in terms of social capital; cross-sector leaders are committed to increasing college access and 
completion, and numerous partners are pulling toward a shared goal. Stakeholders, including K-12 and higher education 
leaders and practitioners, nonprofit operators and philanthropic leaders, understand how critically important and timely it 
is to work together to increase college access and completion rates. 

Higher education institutions are especially important players to get in tune with the rest of the educational orchestra. 
Currently, there are efforts to engage higher education institutions in addressing the persistently low rates of college 
attainment for low-income, first-generation students, but they are fragmented. The current budget impasse in Illinois 
and its impact on higher education funding, as well as MAP grants, provides clear evidence of the absence of a strong, 
harmonized effort. 

7 A Guide to Major US College Completion Initiatives, October 2011.
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Local and national stakeholders have consistently indicated that a strong, credible leadership team is needed to acceler-
ate change and that finding the right leader should be prioritized. Strategic leadership is needed to develop and promote 
equity-focused policies and practices. Leadership is also needed to apply the necessary pressure to ensure bold, stu-
dent-centered action is taken and to implement targeted strategies, in partnership with nonprofit operators and leaders 
in higher education and K-12, so that long-standing educational attainment gaps are addressed and all students in the 
region can achieve their postsecondary aspirations. 

Appendix B - Frequently Asked Questions
Many important questions have been raised and need to be addressed before action can be taken. Some of the most 
frequently asked questions are noted below along with our recommendations, which have been informed by the input we 
have received from stakeholders and the information gathered throughout this process. 

1. Could The Partnership for College Completion be part of an existing organization?

Before reaching a conclusion about what shape this initiative should take, we explored the following question: What lead-
ership and infrastructure is needed and will be best equipped to accelerate postsecondary degree attainment in Chicago 
and the region? Strong consideration was given to whether there was an existing organization that could take on the work 
or whether the work could be carried out without a formal structure, such as through a staffed committee. Consideration 
was also given to launching an RFP process and allowing interested individuals and organizations to respond. There is a 
great deal of debate still underway about this and it is unlikely that there will ever be consensus. 

Based on the information we have gathered from other models and the advice we have received, it is recommended that 
to position this effort for success the proposed work should be led by a qualified Executive Director of an independent 
initiative that will be responsible for carrying out the work. Some specific reasons for this recommendation include:

Independent Advocacy Voice for 
Students - Institutional change and 
reform requires ongoing thought 
leadership and external demand. 
Given the breadth and depth of 
challenges and opportunities in the 
space, an independent entity with 
a dedicated staff and a governing 
board that will champion the cause 
is best positioned to provide strong, 
consistent and relentless advocacy 
focused squarely on undergraduate 
student success. An independent 
entity will likely be able to more 
flexibly and directly advocate for 
necessary reforms.

Prioritizing College Access and 
Completion - Local, statewide and 
national leaders have suggested 
that if the undergraduate access and 
success work is embedded within an 
organization with a broader mission, 
it may not become a high-level 
priority or get the attention it 
needs to have impact. Without a 
clearly articulated college access 
and completion mission, we risk 
stakeholders continuing to focus 
on what is currently being done (for 
example, increasing rigor in K-12) and 
not giving enough attention to what 
needs to happen (focus on higher 
education). 

Attracting Top Leadership - In order 
to be credible and effective in the 
higher education space, a high-cal-
iber leader with credibility in both 
K-12 and higher education is needed. 
The type of leader we envision will 
likely want autonomy. We have 
received feedback from stakeholders 
and individuals who might be viewed 
as potential candidates that the 
position is significantly less attractive 
within an existing organization. 

2. Why should The Partnership for College Completion be regionally focused?

While not originally expected, feedback from stakeholders, including higher education leaders and leaders of similar efforts 
throughout the country, suggested that the scope of work should be regional. Some arguments for a regional focus include:

• Higher education institutions are regionally oriented.

• Many Chicago students go to two- and four-year 
colleges outside of the city boundaries or transfer from 
institutions beyond the city borders.

• Issues affecting undergraduate success for low-in-
come, first-generation students in or outside of the city 
are not all that different.

• College completion is not only a Chicago issue; 
focusing on Chicago and the surrounding area may 
garner broader support for an undergraduate success 
agenda.

• There is an opportunity to align with statewide 
initiatives; some statewide leaders have indicated 
that a regional partner focused on college access, 
completion and success in and around Chicago could 
significantly benefit statewide efforts.
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There is strong support from stakeholders for the work to be regional. We also recognize that given the research and 
thought leadership at the UChicago Consortium on School Research, the historic and current leadership at major institu-
tions, including CPS and the City Colleges of Chicago and the rich work of the Chicago non-profit operators, at least ini-
tially, a large portion of the work will be concentrated within the city. We recommend that the Executive Director develop 
a better understanding of the region, including gathering data and information and better understanding the roles of the 
multitude of organizations, agencies and institutions that will need to be involved, and then define what regional means. 

3. Should The Partnership for College Completion Focus on first-time students on campus as well adults with some 
or no college degree?

As information was gathered from stakeholders, many talked about increasing postsecondary degree attainment for adult 
learners as well as students coming right out of high school. In Illinois, 21% of adults between the ages of 25-64 have 
completed some college but do not have a degree. In addition, 24% of individuals in the same age range have only a 
high school diploma.8

Based on feedback from stakeholders, strategies to address college access and completion of first-time students and 
adult learners have some similarities and some differences, but both are equally important. In order to impact educational 
attainment rates in and around Chicago, both will need to be addressed. However, to keep the scope of work manage-
able, we recommend that The Partnership for College Completion focus initially on increasing college completion for 
incoming freshmen and all students currently on campus. Given the significant percentage of adults with some college, 
but no degree, we recommend that The Partnership for College Completion partner with “back to college” or “finish up” 
efforts, such as Complete the Degree,9 to capitalize on work that has already been done in order to achieve a longer-term 
vision for increasing educational attainment. 

4. Will The Partnership for College Completion provide services directly to students?

The Partnership for College Completion will likely provide some direct services to higher education leadership and staff in 
the form of educational sessions but we do not envision that The Partnership will provide direct services to students. 

5. What is the relationship between The Partnership for College Completion and other initiatives or organizations?

The Chicago area has a number of thoughtful organizations and initiatives working on postsecondary access and success, 
many of which are considered national leaders. The Partnership for College Completion will need to partner closely with 
existing local and statewide organizations to effectively advance a regional undergraduate success agenda.The chart 
below highlights the current missions and areas of focus for some of the organizations that The Partnership for College 
Completion will need to work with to advance shared goals. Further discussion is needed with leaders of the various 
organizations listed as well as others to continue to clarify roles, responsibilities and relationships. 

8 A Stronger Nation report – Illinois, 2015. 
9 Complete the Degree provides guidance and support for adults looking to return to college.
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Organization Mission Current Areas of Focus 

Advance Illinois Be an objective voice in supporting a healthy 
public education system that prepares all 
students for college, career, and democratic 
citizenship.

•  Statewide advocacy focused on early childhood to college and career success
•  Monitor education initiatives and report progress
•  Community, educator and legislator outreach

Chicagoland 
Alliance for Degree 
Completion

An organizational vehicle and expression of 
commitment for Governors State University 
and seventeen community colleges to 
accelerate student success and timely 
completion of associate and baccalaureate 
degrees.

•  Engage in collaborative efforts and activities that facilitate and enhance  
     student  success toward matriculation and degree completion, including dual  
     admission,  dual degree programs and financial aid assistance
•  Simplify student transfer process and align programs to ensure that students  
     avoid unnecessary duplication or loss of credits in transfer
•  Share data to track student success through transfers and coordinate efforts to  
     address obstacles

Chicago College 
& Career 
Collaborative (C4)

Develop a community of practitioners from 
direct service community based organizations 
to work in a more coordinated fashion in order 
to increase efficiency, impact and ultimately 
graduation rates and leadership opportunities 
for Chicagoland students.

•  Share data, strategies, challenges and best practices
•  Build partnerships at the university level
•  Coordinate professional development
•  Create a centralized information hub for students, parents, counselors and  
     practitioners

Chicago Higher 
Education 
Compact

Work with higher education institutions to 
develop strategies and set goals to increase 
CPS student enrollment, persistence, and 
completion

•  Collect data from 22 higher education institutions on CPS students’  
     enrollment and persistence
•  Work with higher education institutions to set goals to increase CPS student  
     enrollment

Chicagoland 
Workforce Funder 
Alliance

Collaborate with employers and other 
workforce stakeholders to increase 
employment and earnings for underprepared 
workers in the Chicago region.

•  Forming a fund that supports an education and workforce system that  
     recognizes multiple pathways to post-secondary success
•  Encouraging increased investment from employers in their current and future  
     workforce
•  Aligning workforce development more closely with economic development  
     and education systems

Collaborative 
for Undergraduate 
Success

Develop a community of practice among 
higher education leaders interested in 
increasing postsecondary student success and 
degree completion. 

•  Convene leaders from more than a dozen higher education institutions to  
     share data and best practices 
•  Identify and support institutions that are successfully serving particular groups  
     of Chicago area students

Forefront College 
Access Persistence 
and Success group 
(CCAPS)

Explore how Chicago students: (i) are 
prepared for and able to access an appropriate 
college experience; (ii) persist in college and 
graduate; and (iii) make successful transitions 
to careers following school. 

•  Build a cross-sector learning community
•  Determine feasibility of taking cross-sector action to help address the issues  
     that are identified 

Thrive Chicago Prepare Chicago’s youth for a vibrant future 
by aligning efforts and outcomes from cradle 
to career.

•  Lead a cradle to career collective impact strategy
•  Gather relevant research and data to inform the field and determine which 
     initiatives to focus on
•  Convene a wide-range of stakeholders to determine common outcomes and  
     align efforts across multiple sectors to achieve those outcomes
•  Lead a College Completion Change Network that currently focuses on  
     financing college, developing a senior seminar, and increasing access to  
     transition coaching services

UChicago 
To&Through 

Empower educators, students and parents 
with the research, data and training they  
need to move more students to and through 
high school and college.

•  Translate existing research on student attainment into actionable data
•  Train educators to use attainment research and data to improve student  
     attainment
•  Conduct new research to answer emerging questions on student attainment.
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6) What can we learn from similar initiatives?

There are several efforts underway throughout the country that are advancing a college access and success agenda. To 
understand the infrastructure in place and the strategies being employed, information was gathered online and interviews 
were conducted with key leaders from Graduate Philadelphia, Greater Cleveland Higher Education Compact, RGV 
Focus (Texas), Say Yes to Education, St. Louis Graduates and Success Boston. In addition, the information contained in 
“Removing Barriers to College Success: A Review of Ten Citywide and Regional Collaborative Efforts,” a report by Tania 
Jarosewich, Ph.D., of the Censeo Group for the Greater Cleveland Higher Education Compact, was reviewed. 

Based on the study of various regional efforts, it is clear that the leadership and infrastructure to support change varies 
and is dependent upon the unique characteristics of a city and the students being served. While most of the initiatives 
have similar origins – many were launched by a small group of concerned leaders and were/are primarily funded by 
private foundations – the budget, staffing and strategies being employed vary greatly.

Consistent in the models that were studied is the leadership role each was taking to move forward postsecondary access 
and success strategies. The organizations we studied were responsible for coordinating and implementing strategies 
to advance postsecondary degree attainment in a region – those strategies tended to focus on college readiness and 
access for first-time college goers (more than persistence and success), although many leaders who were interviewed 
indicated that the scope of their organization’s work has evolved as a result of their participation in national initiatives. 
For example, some have begun to focus on adult degree completion and progressive postsecondary pathways. Most of 
the organizations studied are leading advocacy efforts, are responsible for collecting and reporting data and frequently 
convene stakeholders. Some also conduct research, incubate and develop new programs, provide wrap-around supports 
for students or conduct training and professional development. 

The success described by leaders who were interviewed focused more on network/sector improvements over gains in 
specific student-level outcomes, although many indicated that the data suggests that students are benefiting (as part of 
this process we did not request or analyze data on college access or completion rates). The common successes leaders 
described include: galvanized networks, increased adaptive capacity (ability to quickly respond to change), new and 
increased resources to support postsecondary access and completion strategies and increased commitment from power-
ful civic leaders.

When asked about the key conditions for change, leaders often cited: a) leadership empowered to make decisions and 
guide work, b) support from influential civic leaders, c) infrastructure to support change and ongoing advocacy, d) resourc-
es to get work done (staff and funding) and e) cohesion among stakeholders - willingness to unite and work together. 

The leaders we interviewed offered a range of advice. Consistent themes included: 

• Finding the right leader to do the critical work should 
be prioritized. 

• Absence of good data and ongoing management of 
data are common obstacles.

• Stakeholders need to be in it for the long term; 
change takes time and postsecondary access and 
success is a complicated issue. 

• Losing focus, getting pulled in too many different 
directions and taking on too much too soon are real 

risks for organizations leading college access and 
success change efforts.

• Fully engaging higher education stakeholders is 
complex, and moving work forward requires a number 
of different strategies, often unique to a particular 
college or university. 
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Appendix C – Future Considerations
This Concept Paper offers the context, sets the conceptual stage and provides a platform for launching The Partnership 
for College Completion. The Paper is intended to provide a vision and level of detail that would enable an Executive 
Director and his/her leadership team to imagine and design an organization capable of addressing the identified issues 
and challenges. It intentionally avoids laying out a blueprint or a set of prescribed activities. 

As The Partnership for College Completion gets launched, its leadership team will need to determine an appropriate 
course of action. This should be done in close consultation with stakeholders. In its first weeks and months, it will be 
critical for the leadership team to learn about the work that is currently being done by other organizations and initiatives, 
and gain an understanding of the complexity of the issues. As it determines the strategies it will undertake, consideration 
should be given to the following questions, which have been raised by stakeholders. 

Name: What is the best name for this initiative? (The name 
Partnership for College Completion was selected because 
it encompasses stakeholders’ belief that the work needs to 
be regionally focused, that partnership with other organi-
zations is critical and that the core focus of the organiza-
tion needs to be on increasing college completion rates. 
That being said, the name sounds somewhat bureaucratic 
and more inspiring branding could be beneficial.)

Regional Focus: What is the geographic scope of The 
Partnership for College Completion’s work? Once de-
termined, what data is available and what is needed to 
develop regional strategies? Who are potential regional 
partners? 

Influence: What is the best way to engage and influence 
top education and civic leaders (university leadership, dis-
trict superintendents and mayors)? Who might be helpful 
in getting these leaders to the table and what is their role 
in The Partnership’s governance structure?

Focus on Access: Access goals clearly cannot be aban-
doned. What is the best approach for The Partnership to 
take to advance access without distracting from its focus 
on persistence and completion? 

Community Engagement: What impact might grassroots 
level engagement (parents, families and communities) 
have in spurring increased political pressures and ac-
countability? What is an appropriate way to meaningfully 
engage parents and families of students for whom The 
Partnership is advocating?

Coordination: How might The Partnership optimize 
resources for the development and implementation of 
systems changes? What role will The Partnership play in 
fostering alignment of ongoing and emerging efforts?

Incentivizing Action: What financial support is needed 
and what is available to support institutional reforms? 
What role will The Partnership have in engaging local, re-
gional and national funders to pool resources and pursue 
strategies that align with a shared mission?

Career Transitions and Success: How might The 
Partnership increase alignment and connections between 
college and career pathways so that students not only 
complete college but also find success in the world of 
work? 

Advocacy Agenda: What are the specific policies and 
reforms that The Partnership will advocate for? How will 
The Partnership both partner with higher education and 
also aggressively advocate for the types of reforms that are 
needed? 

Innovation: How might The Partnership foster novel 
approaches, out-of-the box ideas and forward thinking 
that leads to improved outcomes for students? What op-
portunities might The Partnership provide for individuals 
from partnering organizations to come together to design 
new, meaningful high-impact strategies (i.e., fellowships or 
staff-on-loan programs)? 

Strong Instruction and Support: What level of outside 
support and training is needed to help higher education 
improve instruction so that students successfully learn 
and complete courses? What knowledge and expertise 
would The Partnership need in order to support university 
faculty?

Assessing Progress: College completion goals have been 
established by a number of organizations and initiatives; 
what specific goals will The Partnership help advance and 
how will progress be measured? What specific outcomes 
are expected in three years, five years or 10 years? 
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Appendix D - Recognition of Contributing Stakeholders
While perspectives vary on how to get more Chicago-area students to and through college and about the leadership and 
infrastructure needed to accelerate change, one thing that is consistent is stakeholders’ belief that more students 
should be given the opportunity and provided the support needed to succeed in college. There is a deep commit-
ment among stakeholders who provided input during this process to helping all students achieve their postsecondary 
aspirations. There is also an understanding that doing nothing more than what is currently being done is not going to lead 
to the type of change that is needed. We are deeply grateful to the following people who participated in meetings 
or conversations that helped shape our process and the recommendations that have been included in this paper.  

Regina Abesamis, Network for College Success

Elaine Allensworth, UChicago Consortium on  
School Research
Jim Applegate, Illinois Board of Higher Education
Sandra Abrevaya, Thrive Chicago
Molly Baltman, Robert R. McCormick Foundation
Frank Baiocchi, Polk Bros. Foundation 
Sarah Berghorst, OneGoal
Anne Birberick, Northern Illinois University
Benjamin Boer, Advance Illinois 
Mara Botman, Circle of Service Foundation 
Jody Boutell, Pritzker Traubert Family Foundation 
Niketa Brar, Office of Governor Bruce Rauner 
Chris Broughton, Bottom Line

Joyce Brown, National Consortium for School 
Counseling and Post-Secondary Postsecondary Success
Matt Bruce, Chicagoland Workforce Funder Alliance
Nicole Cafillio, Robert Morris University
Luzelma Canales, RGV Focus (Texas)
Caryn Chaden, DePaul University 
Ted Christians, Umoja Student Development Corporation
Elyse Danckers, Waukegan to College
Valerie Dao, A Better Chicago 
Gillian Darlow, Polk Bros. Foundation 
Kassie Davis, CME Group Foundation 
Peggy Davis, Chicago Community Trust
Rochelle Davis, Healthy Schools Campaign
Greg Darnieder, US Department of Education
Aarti Dhupelia, National Louis University
Jerry Doyle, Illinois Institute of Technology 
Meegan Dugan Bassett, Lumina Foundation 
Sarah Duncan, Network for College Success 
Brian Fabes, Civic Consulting Alliance 
Sue Farruggia, University of Illinois at Chicago

Jon Furr, Education Systems Center at Northern Illinois  
University 

Alli Henry, People’s Music School (formerly with  
A Better Chicago)
Christina Herzog, Crown Family Philanthropies

David Hiller, Robert R. McCormick Foundation
Sameer Gadkaree, Joyce Foundation 
Tina Gridiron, Lumina Foundation
Cornelia Grumman, Robert R. McCormick Foundation
Barb Karpouzian, Chicago Public Schools  
Jen Keeling, Thrive Chicago
MorraLee Keller, National College Access Network 
Suzanne Kerbow, Polk Bros. Foundation 
Yolanda Knight, Steans Family Foundation 
Liam Krehbiel, A Better Chicago 
Robin Lavin, Osa Foundation 
Adam Levine, Circle of Service Foundation
Chuck Lewis, Lewis-Sebring Family Foundation

Gudelia Lopez, UChicago Center for Elementary 
Mathematics and Science Education

Dinaz Mansuri, The Mayer and Morris Kaplan Family 
Foundation 
Scott Martyn, City Colleges of Chicago 
Alan Mather, Chicago Public Schools
Elaine Maimon, Governors State University
Barbara Mattleman, Graduate Philadelphia 
Woody McCally, Finnegan Family Foundation 

Margaret McGrath, Higher Education Compact of  
Greater Cleveland
Tiffany McQueen, America Needs You
Nivine Megahed, National Louis University 

Andrea Messing-Mathie, Education Systems  
Center at Northern Illinois
Peter Mich, McDougal Family Foundation 
Liz Monge-Pacheco, Network for College Success
Orrin Murray, UChicago Impact 
Tom Moss, University of Illinois at Chicago 

Jenny Nagaoka, UChicago Consortium on  
School Research
Jeff Nelson, OneGoal
Sam Nelson, Illinois Student Assistance Commission
Dakota Pawlicki, Chicago Public Schools
Jim Parsons, The Brinson Foundation 
Mannie Pollack, University of Illinois at Chicago 

Paige Ponder, One Million Degrees
Jason Quiara, Joyce Foundation 
Maricar Ramos, Chicago Public Schools 
Teresa Ramos, Advance Illinois 
Elliot Regenstein, Ounce of Prevention Fund
Arnie Rivera, Chicago Public Schools 
Ken Thompson, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
Howard Rossman, Civic Leadership Foundation
Mary Anne Schmitt-Carey, Say Yes to Education 
Tim Schwertfeger, Best Portion Foundation

Penny Sebring, UChicago Consortium on  
School Research
Alexander Seeskin, Urban Education Institute 
Colleen Sexton, Governors State 
Sara Shaw, Office of Governor Bruce Rauner 
Hadass Sheffer, The Graduate! Network, Inc
Lauren Shepherd, Thrive Chicago 
Barbara Sherry, Northeastern Illinois University
Wendy Stack, Northeastern Illinois University
Robin Steans, Steans Family Foundation
Shelley Stern Grach, Microsoft Corporation
Sadie Stockdale, Office of Mayor Rahm Emanuel
Sara Ray Stoelinga, Urban Education Institute   
Beth Swanson, Joyce Foundation 
Paul Sznewajs, Ingenuity, Inc.
Ashley Szofer, Urban Education Institute 
Dale Tampke, Loyola University
Sharmila Rao Thakkar, Siragusa Foundation
Dominique Jordan Turner, Chicago Scholars 
Christy Uchida, The Brinson Foundation 
Kyle Westbrook, Office of Mayor Rahm Emanuel
Elizabeth Walczak, Boston Foundation
Suzanne Walsh, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
Jenny Wittner, Women Employed 
Hendrick Woods, Chicago Public Schools 
Holly Zahn, Year Up
Gabi Zolla, CAEL
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Appendix E - Background and Recognition of Funders
In 2013, the Forefront Education Funders Group created the College and Career Access, Persistence and Success group 
(CCAPS). The purpose of this group is to explore how well Chicago area students: (i) are prepared for and able to access 
an appropriate college experience; (ii) persist in college and graduate; and (iii) make successful transitions to careers 
following school. 

In pursuit of this goal, CCAPS supported two related endeavors: a scan of the landscape and interviews with experts in 
the field that provided important background for this study.

Landscape Scan - In May 2014, CCAPS brought together representatives from operating nonprofits, secondary schools, 
higher education and foundations to conduct a first-ever scan of the services and supports that enable Chicago students 
to achieve postsecondary success. Kelly Sparks of Maple Grove Objective facilitated the landscape scan, which was 
broadly released in February 2015. The scan highlighted the deep-seated commitment of a wide range of stakeholders 
to college access and success, and raised new questions and heightened the desire for more information about access, 
distribution and quality. 

Stakeholder Interviews - In March 2015, CCAPS engaged Julie Adrianopoli of JEA Consulting to solicit feedback from 
the field about how to advance Chicago’s postsecondary access and success sector given current challenges and oppor-
tunities. Adrianopoli conducted interviews with approximately 45 local and national postsecondary access and success 
leaders. The feedback Adrianopoli received suggested that stakeholders are interested in accelerating change to ensure 
more students go to and graduate from college. Stakeholders suggested that there is a need for increased leadership 
and coordination, improved data and communication and greater accountability in the sector. The findings can be found 
in the Stakeholder Feedback report referenced on p. 2.

Recognizing the complexity of the postsecondary access and success landscape and the urgency in helping more stu-
dents succeed in their postsecondary endeavors, the following seven funders generously agreed to support the interviews 
and research that led to the development of this Concept Paper:

Anonymous
The Brinson Foundation

Chicago Community Trust
Mayer and Morris Kaplan Family Foundation

McDougal Family Foundation
Osa Foundation

Siragusa Foundation

The Concept Paper – combined with the earlier CCAPS reports referenced above – should be used to guide ongoing, 
community-wide conversations about advancing and accelerating the postsecondary access and success work already 
underway in Chicago. The paper does not address all of the challenges and opportunities related to postsecondary 
access and success in Chicago. Rather, it provides a path forward for specific priorities that have emerged and that require 
immediate attention to ensure more students achieve their postsecondary aspirations.  

For More Information: julie@jeaconsulting.org


